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Few concepts can lay claim to possessing the attributes of cultural universality, historical transcendence, 
and enduring social relevance to the same degree as myths. Myths have served as explanations for 
phenomena that have eluded scientific inquiry since times immemorial, giving rise to the classical—albeit 
contentious—dichotomy between mythos and logos. Although some classical thinkers, such as Aristotle, 
contended that mythological and philosophical thinking shared similar purposes and that the former might 
indeed be the progenitor of the latter, this division soon engendered a problematic conceptualization. 
Throughout history, particularly with the ascendancy of Positivism, there has been a prevailing tendency to 
marginalize mythological thought as ‘inferior,’ while elevating positivistic thought and equating it to 
rationality, thereby implying that rationality exclusively resides within the framework of empiricism. As 
English scholar John Burnet? posited, authentic philosophy was characterized by scientific and rational 
deliberation, and it was from this perspective that myth's irrationality and lack of scientific rigor were 
deduced, ultimately leading to the conclusion, especially in the era of Positivism, that mythological thought 
may be unworthy of serious academic pursuit. Furthermore, the term “myth” has historically assumed a 
wide array of distinct meanings, a circumstance that, at times, has obstructed the cohesive theoretical 
development of a field of study which has often necessitated a more favorable appraisal. Beyond the varying 
definitions offered by mythographers, theologians, and scholars of mythology, the semantically expansive 
connotation of “myth” in our postmodern society has been employed to define a plethora of phenomena, 
ranging from famous objects, like James Bond’s cars; through pivotal historical moments and even celebrity 
figures raised to the status of myth, like Marilyn Monroe or Ernesto “Che” Guevara. 

In his book, José Manuel Losada tackles both of these persistent issues, with a particular emphasis on 
the latter. While it is worth acknowledging the prevailing dismissive attitude towards myth and religion in 
our contemporary postmodern society, a deeper examination reveals the diminishing persuasiveness of 
Positivism. This becomes evident when we delve into the inherently exclusionary relationship between 
science, reason, and Positivism, which depends on the unquestioning acceptance of Positivist principles. In 
simpler terms, by challenging the notion that Positivism is the exclusive path to truth, science, and reason, 
we lay the groundwork for a more inclusive perspective where scholars can recognize the possibility, and 
even the necessity, of both approaches coexisting harmoniously. However, adopting this humanistic 
perspective does not entirely remove one significant obstacle on the path to establishing a unified theory in 
the realm of myth criticism. Losada's approach, known as Cultural Myth Criticism, lays the foundation for 


1 See Early Greek Philosophy, by John Burnet. London and Edinburgh: A. and C. Black Itd. 1892 


HyperCultura, Vol. 12/2023 Page 2 


Jaime Segura San Miguel, “Book Review: José Manuel Losada, Mitocritica cultural. Una definicién 
del mito. Ediciones Akal, 2022” 


the examination of myths in our contemporary, postmodern society. It offers a more precise and constrained 
definition of myth, avoiding the dangers of falling into symbolic idealism and the temptation to defend the 
mythological nature of nearly any narrative. 

The age-old ontological problem of understanding myths has been a subject of interest for generations, 
drawing the attention of inquisitive minds across history. In the twentieth century, scholars have theorized 
a variety of definitions, along with the characteristics that stem from their typologies, to make sense of 
myths. These definitions, however, have often been used as tools for academics who, far from studying 
myths themselves, used them to dissect and critique aspects of society, culture, or the human psyche. In 
everyday conversation, as well, the term "myth" keeps expanding its boundaries, accommodating new 
meanings as times change. This natural evolution is not as much of an issue—the chasm between informal 
use of terms and scientific jargon has always existed and seldom has it affected academic use—as the 
existence of multiple academic classifications of "myth," as posited by notable thinkers. The issue of 
definitions hypothesized by thinkers like Durand, Levi-Strauss, and Malinowski set aside, Losada suggests a 
definition which stems from approaching the issue from typology to definition, instead. 

This approach requires some preliminary considerations to be laid down. The first section of the book, 
which comprehends chapters one and two—preface and context—directs our attention to a few factors that 
affect the nature and reception of myths in a postmodern world. First, globalization blurs the boundaries of 
myth inasmuch as it exists confined to a specific culture, making it harder to pin down its essence, since it 
leads to the creation of a global folklore where myths struggle to retain cultural specificity. Second, the 
postmodern relativistic doxa challenges myths by undermining the incontrovertible frames of thought and 
the universal principles that myths are related to. Myths relate to and speak of objective truths, and they 
are associated to objective values: researchers will, therefore, need to avoid seeking a certain truth about 
another culture—less influenced by relativism and possessing of more objective values—through our 
postmodern lens. Lastly, the logic of immanence, with its preference for empiricist perspectives and the 
modern fixation with individual autonomy, also shapes our perception of myths. Losada defines the logic of 
immanence as “dynamic collection of both normative and practical concepts and judgements stemming 
from our thinking about the entities who phenomenologically circumscribe our experiential perception of 
the world” (88). This modernist taste for total autonomy has led to an abandonment of questions that 
formerly held a higher relevance in the field of humanities, and which often require for the researcher to 
humbly accept their ontological limitations and be open to mystery (687). 

With these critical considerations in mind, Losada starts the second section of the book by suggesting a 
new definition of myth with the objective of unifying the theoretical landscape within the field. This 
redefined notion seeks to prevent the pervasive and imprecise use of the term while providing Cultural Myth 
Criticism with a rigorous scientific methodology that rejects empirical constraints and, in turn, permits the 
comprehensive study of myth in a coherent manner, free from being merely a crutch for other disciplines 
like anthropology or psychoanalysis. According to Losada's theory, a myth, within the context of Cultural 
Myth Criticism, is a functional, symbolic and thematic narrative of one or several extraordinary events with 
a transcendent, sacred and supernatural referent; which lacks, in principle, historical testimony; and which 
refers to an individual or collective, but always absolute, cosmogony or eschatology (193). 

The inclusion of these transcendent elements and references to cosmogonies or eschatologies as 
conditio sine qua non serves to clarify the definition and deter its spurious use or undue subjection to other 
fields of study. Nonetheless, even though this definition represents the culmination of a long academic 
career dedicated to the study of myths, it would be of limited help without the provision of additional 
guidance and considerations for its application. To this end, Mitocritica cultural. Una definici6n del mito 
proceeds to elaborate a detailed explanation of the defining characteristics of myth in the following 
chapters, with a typology ranging from the functions, symbols, and thematic elements inherent to myths, 
to the nature of their structure. 
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In the third chapter, José Manuel Losada delves into the narrative dimension of myth, which presents 
an autonomous narrative structure (198), and develops a mythopoetic of forms and contents. By making 
reference to the three main Aristotelian genres, epic, drama, and lyric, Losada cements his analytical model 
further with the explanations required to understand how myth relates to time, both transcendent and 
immanent, or to dreams. This incidence on time is key for Losada’s definition of myth, since it can only occur 
when the transcendent world touches the immanent one. In this case, absolute times—those whose 
referent are absolute cosmogonies or eschatologies—must co-exist with the natural time in the narration 
(250). 

In the fourth chapter, the referential function of myth is explained, and it contemplates two possible 
types: immanent and transcendent categoric references, depending on whether they refer to this world or 
to the other world (279). Likewise, the book explores how myth can have teleological or didactic functions, 
to help the myth criticism researcher delve into the origins or the objectives of myths. This is followed by a 
fifth chapter, which lays down the considerations one must have in regards to the association between 
myths, images, and symbols. Here, the author carefully dissects the differences between myths, archetypes, 
symbols, and images with the intention of better delineating the boundaries of his definition of myth and 
thus prevent any infelicity of use, an aspect which is one of the main drivers behind the intellectual 
enterprise and intention of the book. 

The sixth chapter further develops these boundaries by examining how archetypal or symbolic 
characters differ from mythical ones, continuing the terminological delimitation through the exploration of 
the prosopomyth and its opposition to the merely “mythicised” popular characters in society. Again, the 
transcendent dimension is the most defining characteristic that allows an aspiring researcher following 
these tenets to identify the myth. 

Possible extraordinary events, namely metamorphoses, prophecies or omens, and the use of magic are 
expounded in the following chapter, thus illustrating how the irruption of the transcendent world into the 
natural one marks the mythical occurrence, which often has a foundation in the numinous. While 
mythification and demythification are dealt with in the eighth chapter, to better understand Losada’s 
definition of myth and to provide a clearer border to avoid incorrect uses of terminology. Here, he 
distinguishes between pseudo-mythicised historical characters, who have become legendary but lack the 
rest of the necessary aspects of myth, and those who, on the other hand, become de-mythicised, a very 
common occurrence in modern cinema and literature due to the revisitation of cultural references that have 
now, in their current representations, lost all reference to absolute times or transcendence. 

The ninth chapter delves into the structure of myth, and elaborates on the differences between myth, 
theme and mytheme. This analysis, which is partly inspired by Claude-Levi Strauss’s structuralist approach, 
helps us understand the evolution of classical myths and mythemes into their modern representations, often 
afflicted by processes of modification, inversion, or suppression. According to Losada’s framework, these 
lead to distortion, subversion, and extinction of myths, respectively. 

The last two sections deal with the relationship between myths and cosmogonies and eschatologies. 
These two are essential since Losada’s definition strictly requires reference to absolute times, whether 
individual or collective, and the origins and destinies of either humankind or those mythological characters 
in the narration. The former of these references comprehend in this thorough examination the cases of 
cosmogony, theogony, and anthropogony, while the latter deal with the eternal recurrence, mythical 
regenerations or resurrections, and the theme of immortality. 

Finally, the book contains at the end a vast and comprehensive bibliography, along with four different 
indices—mythological, analytical, onomastic, and of works—that make this volume a useful and accessible 
research and referential tool for both new and established researchers alike. 

Jose Manuel Losada's Mitocritica cultura. Una definicién del mito stands as a formidable scholarly 
contribution in the realm of myth criticism and it comprehensively fulfils the book's objectives of providing 
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a new definition—along with its dimensions of study—while offering an engaging and sophisticated 
perspective on the nature of myth. This work not only enhances academic knowledge by presenting a 
philosophical and essayistic analysis of myth but also embarks on an encyclopedic and critical exploration of 
the historical development of myth studies, along with a plethora of examples that illustrate and facilitate a 
deeper understanding of Losada's definition. Myth, usually used erroneously in day-to-day conversation, 
and often vaguely in the academic world, is unambiguously depicted herein as possessing a transcendent 
dimension and pertaining to absolute cosmogonies or eschatologies. Moreover, the definition imposes 
additional constraints on the nature of myth, which has to be functional, thematic, and symbolic. Losada 
further distinguishes myths from other related motifs, such as symbols or archetypes, from other correlates 
like fantasy and science fiction, and from pseudo-myths, such as mythicised historical figures. 

In doing so, Losada provides a robust mythological hermeneutic that helps myth studies establish a well- 
defined foundation, protecting them from misappropriation by other academic disciplines and rectifying 
widespread misconceptions made popular by such fields. Furthermore, the book calls for an approach that 
rejects dogmatism and close-mindedness, urging scholars to embark on an exploration of the profound 
depths and mysteries inherent in myth. It is time we put this new wine into new wineskins and set sail to a 
journey of innovative research, analysis, and the possible development of novel theories and fields. As 
Losada aptly concludes in the book, a fascinating humanistic task indeed lies ahead of us. 
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